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ntralized billing service for a computer network 



(54) A ce 

(S7) A centralized electronic billing apparatus to 
which at least one supplier and at least one consumer 
connects to in a computer network, to thus enable elec- 
tronic commerce to be carried out between the suppliers 
and consumers, has a means tor accepting from an 
identified supplier usage charging terms concerning 
how prices are to be associated with amounts of con- 



sumption of a good or service by consumers; a means 
foracceptingfromthe identified supplier a consumer us- 
age amount indicating an amount of consumption of a 
g^d or service by an identified consumer; and a means 
?or preparing a total price amount whk:h the iden^f ed 
consurtier owes the identified supplier by correlating the 
usagechargingtermswiththeconsumer usageamoun , 

and for preparing a bill reflecting the total price amount. 
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Description 
Field of the Invention 
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Baci<aroun d of tiie Inv^nti^r. 

areas ,s the marketplace for goods and services °' "^^s. One of these 

"^^^^^^IT:;^^^^^^^ growth in the use o, the gloha.ly-llnKed network of 

on,op Of the Internet. The WWW cornpresl^pape; or ^soi^ ^^'^} °' '^'^""-^ Prided 

cornputer systems Jnforrr-atlon stored on suZaoes can bl f^ 

data, product data and company news, ^hls infSlon can nror^.r'^^ °' ' organization, contact 

pmer system-) using a combination of text, graph^ audb data and vid!' h TTT ''''^'^ ^'^'^^^ 

Resource Locator (URL). The URL denotes both the serie^mach^l fnl ''^^^ '^^"''""^ ^ ^"'^^^sal 

f0004]T '7'"' ''''' °^ ^"'^ on a sfngfe server ■ "'"'"'"^ "'^ °^ ""^^ °" '^^^ 

browser, -c^s WebTxp W^id^^^^^^^^ f ^ ^^P^-' Web 

program available from Netscape Communicall ComoJ^^^^ Corporation), or the Navigator 

the International Business Machines Corporation whr"N?ra,ortrt ^ ? • '-'^^'^-^ks of 

Communications Corporation. The client compute ^ys emTntSi wTh ,h« h ''^''"^^^'^^ °^ ''^^ '^^'^^^P^ 

rn turn causes the browser to send a request for that Jrl orDaael^h . '° ^ ^^^'''"'^^ ^^L, which 

server responds to the request by retrieving the requested paoe and . « ""Z"' 'T'"'"'' ^"^^ ^VPically the 

requesting client computer system (the clienLn^errer^cln fs oeXm^^^^^^^ L'' ''"'^ ^^^^ ''^^'^ '° »»^« 

protocol (-HTTP")). This page is then displayed to the uler on 1^ ? accordance with the hypertext transport 
^0 to launch an application, for example to seaS for WvJ?/^^n^^ T "^^^ t^e sender 

[0005] MostWWWpaqesareformattPH^ w '^^®'^'^''"9'°P^^''="'3^'^^^^^ 

HTML (hypertext mark'uprang age^^^,?^ T""'^'"' ^^'"^ ^ -9-9^ known as 

as well as formatting commands which SroleT ^^^^^^^ ^'^ 9-P Seal bro^e 

together with embedded formatting commands r^r^d to as taS f k ! ""^^ '"'^"^^^^ 

style (for example, whether italic or bold) how to lav-^ut Ll? T " ''^ "^^^ '° ^ize. the font 

in order to display the text in accordance with^he spec f edCat HTM. T ^ '''''''' '^^ script 

[0006] Most Web pages also contain one or more references to n.hor ^^, ^ 

server as the original page. Such references may genera y^^^^^^^^^ "'^'^^ "^^^ on the same 

the screen, typically by clicking a mouse control button These Iwl. ^ , ^^'^'^""S P^^''^"'^^ on 

are typically flagged by the browser in a particular manner ffoL'?"? ^nown as hyperlinks, and 

New York. 1 ggs). ^"'^ ^^l^^ "TML SourceBook" by Ian Graham, (John Wiley, 

- 

d,.nl lor any company »hich »teh„ ,o mai„,ar„ S in LT^ 'Tf '"""-""Pl'''. «" •s«.n«al ing,.. 

5srTr*r;nrtarr"r'=""^ 

by Jy o, .^.™rr.'ry^:rergr;r^^^^^^ <-^'^ » — - b„*«s 

wife Web. '° °l IN» prooucls and a.rvtee,, by may of the work) 

.0... Tn., many .pp,„. .ya P..„n ,o ..V^.r^rnrr ^4"^^^. 
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Lt t inexpensive. That is, the cost a ^^'^^^^l^^'^^, ^^^^J^L been to offload or outsource the entire bi ing 
purchasers needs to be mininnized. To meet ^^^'^^"^'^B^' °7 ^^..^ant does not have to worry about b,lhng 
function to a separate third part ^eb-based Nling servu:e^^^^^^^ ^^^^^^ Corporation, 

or collection. See. for example, WO ^^'^^^l ^^^^^^^^^^^^ outsources the billing function senses 

[0013] While the heretofore known prior art •^^^^"'''f ^-^f '™ ^, g,,,, ,aced with the task of associating a price 
o greatly reduce the cos, of collection for a -^-^^^^J^^^^^^^ and reporting the total to the billing 

(ir. currency) with each customer .^^^^^^^^^^ Z^^e^orrr^BX^^e^' billing, as is done by a utility company, 

service. This causes a particular problem .n the °< ° ^^^^^ ,„ g.ch a case, the merchant has to 

such as the gas company, where customers ^^^^^l^Zul^c^r^-^ rate tables, which could vary depending 

accesses, quantity of data, ^^Jration of connect t|me etc. ^^^^^ subsequent billing. The cost of usage (being very 
[0015] such -metered" or "usage" b.lhng ^^'f'^^ sometimes, the "integration" of consumed units, leads 
small) is represented by a "t^ken" of consumpt^^^^^^^^^^^ of electricity get different rates of charge per 

ro"oVe] ° The service provider will need to ac--~^^^^ 

!or the usage of the service. Ho--er, o be comme c.a y v^^^^^^^^ necessitates a small charge per usage, then 
collection- must be a small percentage of the "value ^^'^J^^^^,.^ ^.^^ of thousands (or millions) of small 
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summa ' Y " '^ " • 

[OOIS] According to one aspect, the -ntion provides a^^^^^^^^^^ ^re^^rc — ce t: be 

one supplier and at least one consumer conne^^ in ^^^t ^<^Z^^^ trom an identified supplier usage charging 
carried out therebetween, the apparatus '^^^^PJ^^ ..^^^^^.^ts consumption of a good or service by consumers 
terms concerning how prices are to f ^^'^'^^'l^^'^^Je^^'e^^^ Indicating an amount of consumpUon of 

means for accepting from said identified '^^^'^.^J^^^^'^^^^^^^^ a total price amount which said identified con- 

Srolstt^iS^at^^^^^^ 

for preparing a bill reflecting said total price amount. .^^^^.^.^^ ^^pp,.,^^ ^ one-time charge 

-igTaroLrz-^^^ 

^O^aT According to a second aspect, the invention 

Lhere at least one supplier and at carried out by the billing apparatus. 

,0 thus enable electronic commerce to be ^^.^l^.'^'^^^^^^^^^^^^ terms concerning how prices are to be as- 
comprising steps Of: accepting from an "^^^P^^i.^fbf co, s^^^^^^^ accepting from said identified supplier a 
sociated with amounts of consumption of a 

consumer usage amount indicating supplier by correlating said usage charging 
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sTirrilntTe^^^^ o. .e..etween, .e .e.o. ca.e. out a 

Of consur.p,ion Of a good or service b^conrul^ ^a^^^^^^ 

consumption of a good or service by an idenn^^eTconsumer 1 m , T'"'^^' ^"^^""^ '"''''^^"""S ^" °' 
price amount which said identified consume owes sa^Tulner b^^^ ''"'"^ "^''"^"'"^ '^^'^ ^^^P^^ « 

consumer usage amount. ^"^P"^' correlating said usage charging terms with said 

"^^1::^::;::^^^:^ t^z::-^:^-zT''TT ^'^-^ ^-^^ - ^ ----- 

centralized electronic billing where at least one supplier and aTleas, on. 7 "^"^ ' "^"'^^^ °' P^^°""*"9 
to a central billing apparatus, to thus enable elecironfe rnmm. f L ^""^"^^^ c°""ects In a computer network 

ou, by the billing apparatus, comprising steps ofTcepti^^^^^^^^ id. .t'h ™thod, carried 

how prices are to be associated with amounts of consuZt^^ " ' ' """^'^'"^ concerning 
identified supplier a consumer usage amoun t indiSnZ ^moun^ T °' ^-^cepting from said 

consumer; preparing a total price amount whiS SfdentZ cl, °' ^ 9°°^ °^ ««rvice by an identified 

said usage charging terms with said consurrusare ™n, Z ' '"'^ ''^"""'"'^ ^"^P"^^ "'V <=°^^«'-""9 

[0024] Because the merchant (supplierZrou'Xced the m-'-^^^^^^^^ ' 

Brief Desc rfption of the Drawing s 

t002S] -P---^embodimen,o.,heinventionwil,bedescribedindetailbe,owwithreferencetothe,o,lowing.^ 
p;L7nt\nv:ntirn?xfs?"^^^^^ ' '^^"^^"'^^ ^'^^^ in which the preferred embodiment of the 

Srpret^ttrnr "^^^ '^^^^'^^ ^*"*"9 service according to a preferred embodiment 

Detailed Description of the Preferreri Fmh^^..^,^, 
[0026] In Fig. 1, a plurality of Web-based buvers la ih ir =r» ^„ . ^ 

commerce between them and a plurality of Web'e, Jlers 2a' 2b 2c"The W H ! T"'^ '° '° ^"^"^'^ 
services. A Web-based billing service 3 is providedrhandirthfhiif " I .^^'^"^^♦^"^^^ ^ould be sellers of goods or 
[0027] in the following description of the ZmunLtt,n wh^h^^ ^ 7 T '"'""'^ '° ^ "^"""9 Service", 

the Billing Service, tokens, which are passe^b^k anX^ reoS j mh'' Web-buyers, Web-retailers and 

to be secure; that is, the security of the represen?a,rve vSu.; f . J ^"^ ^"^ ^««^rned 

[0028] The "Billing Sen/ice" includes .hTn , ! ^ ^ ^"''J^*'* °' discussion herein, 

then the items of inLl^i^n Ste'^^ ngTe'^,:' ^^^^^^^^^^^^ °' '^^ "^ted and 

Billing Service RETURNS): ^ ACCEPTS are listed, as are the items of information that the 



I a. REGISTER_SUPPLIER I ACCEPTS I Supplier.details 

L RETURNS Sunnlior 



L I RETURNS Supplier Joken 
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1 b. REGISTER_CONSUMER 
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relationship with the consumer consumer not only within the context of a particular supplier, but 

[0033] The intention is to attempt to 3"° possible. The union of the "supplierjoken" and the 

consumers'and the "consumerjoken" will be l^^^^^ such as the name, address and tele- 

[0034] The consumer.details contain as much ^" " ^^^^^^^^ be used as further identification of the 

Eh Micales M -ef.n.l lo some C,«M Bder.nce Ago™, ».« occur). 



35 



c. VALID ATE_CONSUMER 



ACCEPTS 



RETURNS 



Consumer_detaits 

Consumer_token 

VALID/INVALID 



a relationship with the supplier. 



d. VAL1DATE_SUPPL1ER 



ACCEPTS 
RETURNS 



Supplier_detaits 

Supplierjoken 

VALID/INVALID 



[0036] The purpose of this function is ,0 validate the supp,ier_de.ails against the supplierjoken 



e. ESTABL1SH_USAGE_CHARGES 



ACCEPTS 



Supplier_token 
Usage_charge„detalls 
Consumer_tokenJist 



[0037] The purpose of this function is to inform the Billing Service of the usage charging terms and conditions o, that 

the consumer (or consumers) to whom these usage_charges pertain. 
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1. ESTABLISH_BILUNG„DATE 



ACCEPTS 



Supplier_token 
Billing_period_details 
Consumer_lokenJist 



[0040] ThepurposeofthisfunctlonistolnformtheBiinngyr.^^ 

rslgTercetl -raVn^itr =r':f%^^^^^^^^^^ - fre.^ency of the despatch of bills, so that 

Billing service for a particular category of unit or one time charge. 



"pRnViOE CONSUMER_USAGE | ACCEPTS | Supplierjoken □ 
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(continued) 
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.he identified consume' .n^^ZlZ ol^^^^^^^^^^^ c^escnption of the units of a particular type consumed by 

^ti£^ ;h9^Xnr ^ wi„ . returned as p. o, the 

Enic'rchan r Zrell^r^S = '^"^^ ^'^^"''^^ " -V or may not he an 

correlated lists of customer "r: :^ " ' I P^y"^^"' '^^-^ '^e Billing Service to a supplier will include 



h. PROVIDE_ONETIME_CHARGE 


ACCEPTS 


Supplier_token 






ConsumeMoken 






Consumption_details 






Supplrer_referencejoken 



ZTLT' '""''"'^ °' '^'^ '° '"'-^ ••^^ Billing service of a one time charge incurred by an identified 

TsleJandTe^Sof^r^^^^^^^^^^ 

SeoIthlrerrdT^^^^^^^ 

the framework of the protocoSweVn the In^^ « ^ Programming interface, but 

and responses are carried on sorguara^rnce a^^^^^^^ " ''"'^^^^^ ^^^-^^ 

(such as IBM's MQSeries^") and that itis th' mi^h!! . u ^'"^"^ communication (messaging) system 
the requests and responses mechanism which identifies, amongst other things, the addresses for 

STalp^r^r : °d W^^^^^^^^^^^ f-'- ^- — -at web retailer 2a in Fig. 

here that different colours of paper w' c^ t drrent a^^^^^^^^ ^ °o " 

electronic request over the Internet .o the WebTaperTe, e 2^^^^^^^^ ^ '"'^^ -^"y- ' ^ -a-^- - 

receives the request mails out the thrPP .,h.«.= of ^ °' °'ange paper The Web retailer 2a 

1a has bought ?hree sheTs of orange paper '° '^^"^ °' that artist 

.he wib r f r °' ^^^^^ '° -^am. 

fact that the artist 1a has bought four sheets o, red paper '° "^^^P^ ^-^^ °' 

amount (using the "PROVIDE CONSUMER USAGE" funrtion of ^^.."^^ ^"^'"9 '^^e week, and sends this 

Se..e 3 thus receives this inlormation'L'i^t^e'd rsrp"2Tr:;i:SSg"| ""^"^ ^^^'^^ 

Su JeTf tTp 22) rt:;:,rpord amo^ ^'^^^^'^ •'^^^ BiHmg service 

Billing service then 30^51^ ^ 23? HZh °k '=°"^"7^/;^age by artist la of paper merchant 2a-s goods. The 

mercLn, 2a using the Bi ng s I'efEST?B :^^^^^^^^ '° "^^ ^'"'"9 ^^-'^ ^ '-^e 

ey that should be charged for eaTh pfece I^oraL™? "J^^^ f indicates the amount of mon- 

of pape. .hich the artiS 1a ha::rl^;eTdX^^^^^^^^^^^^^ °' '^'^ other colours 

S and't^e Sn^mte^oTrsht^^^^^^^^^ °' ^^^^ ''^ for orange 

rrtss;.----—^ 

mo°ne} thl^rt'^ra^lTs me::;^ne?SS' ThTrrt' f f ^ ? '° ^ ^' ^ '"^^^ing how much 

Sen^ic'e in turn .ransrs theVatfmott to the ™ """"^ ^^^'^^^ ^ — Billing 
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he artist ,la ^pd integrate these one-time charges with the usage ^^^^^^.^^^^^^ p^pe, and the artist la 

calculating the total bilL _ consumer containing charges from a number 

consumer's usage when it comes time for billing. 
[0058] The Billing Service could also perform functions such as. 

1 . Notification of charging terms and conditions. 

I: C*S Ch„9.s (through ,h. P"°«'='^-°"f ™^;;="Ji;:f .,cd, an amouh, 

vending machine card. 
25 Claims 

^ r^h-s^^^^^ 

..eans ,or accepting Irom an identified supplier usage charging terms concerning how prices are to be asso- 
ciated with amounts of consumption of a good or service by consumers; 

.eansforacceptingfrom said identifiedsupplieraconsumerusageamountindicatingan amount of consump. 

tion of a good or service by an identified consumer; and 

said total price amount. 

40 2 The apparatus of claim 1 further comprising: 

neansfor accepting from said identified supplieraone-timechargeindicatlnganamountofmoneythat Should 

be charged to said identified consumer; and 

means for consolidating said one-time charge with said total price amount to be reflected in said bill. 

good or service. 

Sebetween, fhe method, carried out by the billing apparatus, comprising steps of. 

accepting from an identified supplier usage charging terms concerning.how prices are to be associated with 
55 amounts of consumption Of a good or service by consumers; 

accepting from said identified supplier a consumer usage amount indicating an amount of consumption of a 
good or service by an identified consumer; 
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preparing a bill reflecting said toial price amount. 
5. The method of claim 4 further comprising the steps of: 

eo„solMaling said on.-lh,, eharg, wllh saM ,01,1 price .,™„„, ,„ ^ ,„ ^„ 

.o..„,ria.o„„..».,^,„r™:r»r/r:«*^p^^^^^^^^ 

aTrr™ir:r,-r; f^^^^^^^ - » - — * 
s»sxr/xi~;ra-i=^^^^ 

preparing a bill reflecting said total price amount. 
^5 9. The product of claim 8 further comprising the steps of: 

consolidating said one-time charge with said total price amount to be reflected in said bill. 
g'lTre^rl^a'^'" ' "^'^^ '^"^^ '"^'"^^ -^"-^ ^PP'^-^'^ various categories o, a particular 



30 



35 



40 



55 



BNSDOCID: <EP 092148SA2J_> 



8 



EP 0 921 485 A2 



1a 



\ 




Web 


to. 


Ri i\/pr 




3 
\ 




Web 




Buyer 




Web 




Buyer 




1c 


Fig. 1 



Web 
Retailer 



2b 



Web 
Retailer 



1/ 



2c 



Web 
Retailer 



9 



EP 0 921 485 A2 



21 



22 



23 



r START 




I 



RECEIVE CONSUMER 
USAGE AMOUNT 



ACCUMULATE TOTAL AMOUNTS OF 
CONSUMER USAGE 



I 



Fig. 2 



ACCESS RATES IN CHARGING TABLE 



MULTIPLY TOTAL AMOUNTS BY 
RESPECTIVE RATES 



ADD PRODUCTS 
TOGETHER 











25 




24 



BNSDOCID: <ep. 



10 



